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Observation
by
David A. Edmonds
"So, hey, where you going? We've got lots more fun stuff to do here today. You're not doing
work or something are you?" Bob McCauley asked as I got up from eating lunch. What he meant
was he had something funny to say, and that since he never did anything, he didn't want anybody
else to work either.
"Gotta go to the office," I said, "I got a message in my box." I pulled a piece of paper from my
pocket. "See me, TLJ," I read.
"Oh, oh, gotta go to the office, gotta go to the office!" Bob sang. "You gotta go to the office!"
Others looked up from their lunches and newspapers. "What's it about?" Roberta Andrascik
asked. "Anything important?"
"When I get called to the office," I said, "It's always important." Great exit line. I exited the
Faculty Lounge.
A grown man getting called to the office. Like Beaver Cleaver being called into Ward's study.
"Beaver, your mother and I are concerned about you ... "
Actually, it was a routine follow-up meeting. I had been observed last week, or rather, my
class had been observed by the Principal, and he wanted to talk to me about what he had seen.
Or, he had been watching me and now he was out to get me.
Usually one of his assistants observed the Language Department, but they rotated the
observations, and this year the head guy himself had been in my upper level German class. That
had only happened once or twice in all the years I'd been here.
Thomas L. Jakubisin, Principal. I wondered how he'd conduct the follow-up. Would he stay
on his side of the desk, or make me feel collegial and come around and sit next to me on one of those
leather chairs he had in his office?
It was relatively quiet as I walked down the hall. The Mom Squad had things pretty much
under control. There's a duty that I hadn't missed. Guarding the hallways. Patrolling. Roaming.
Looking for trouble makers. Looking for people who didn't belong.
Betty Temple was behind her desk in the main office. "Is he in?" I asked.
"I think so, do you want me to buzz?"
"No, thanks," I said from in front of my mail box. "I'll just buzz on back there myself. He called
for me." I brought the mail with me. It's always better to have something in your hand, Callaway
used to say. Makes them think you're doing something.
"Mr. Jakubisin?" The door to his office was open. I peeked in and started to knock. His back
was to me; he was facing his PC.
"Come on in," he said. "Just finishing up here. Make yourself at home." I sat in one of the
leather chairs and watched as he stood up, closed his office door and sat down next to me. Collegial,
I thought. I put my mail on the edge of his desk to let him know I felt at home.
"You called for me, B'wana?"
"Yes, it's the follow-up to your observation."
He smiled.
I nodded.
"You know, before I get to the paperwork itself," he gestured to the pink-green-yellow-white
forms on his desk, "I just want to say how much I enjoyed your class the other day."
Which class was it, I thought. German V. What were we doing? The reports, the kids were
giving history reports.
"I was amazed at the quality of the class, I really was. It was really a quality class."
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What quality was it, I thought.
"It seemed to me that the kids were actually speaking German."
Zounds! And now you're going to say that they could actually understand it.
"And they were all paying attention, at least that's how I observed it, and it looked to me like
they could understand each other."
Wait just a minute. I'm being accused of teaching a class where there is communication going
on? And the kids are doing the communicating? In a foreign language?
"It was quiet except for the speaker, and it looked to me like the other kids were taking notes."
"They were supposed to be," I said.
"Really, a quality class," he said, "very good."
"Thank you, it was a good class." They had done a nice job, though that particular period
hadn't been their best. "They did better last Thursday actually. That class really worked." They
had gone beyond quiet note-taking to considering what the other kids were saying. They had argued
with each other in German.
"Well, I don't know about that," he smiled, "but the class I saw was very good." He picked
up the multi-colored observation form from the desk. "There's just one thing," he said.
There's always just one thing, I thought.
"Let's see, how should I put this-"
"Brilliant, outstanding, merit raise?" I offered.
He smiled. "No, I sure wish I could, but no, what I want to know is, well, what exactly was
your role during the class?"
"Pardon me?"
"What were you doing while this class was going on?"
Teaching, you moron, I thought. "What do you mean?" I said.
"Well, it seemed so easy. You were sitting there with the kids in a circle, and it seemed like,
well this is hard to say, but it seemed like you weren't doing anything."
"I was speaking to them."
"Well, yes, you were."
"In German."
"Yes," he pointed to the form. "I've got that annotated here."
"I was communicating to the kids in a foreign language. And for the most part we understood
each other."
"But it didn't look like teaching, you know, like a classroom."
"What does teaching look like, Mr. Jakubisin?"
"Now I know, there are different styles and all-"
"This was a student performance class. They had prepared, and they were showing what
they could do."
"-and I know that your style is sometimes, how shall I say-"
"Scintillating?"
"Yes," he said, "Humorous, different. It wasn't a lecture class. You weren't at the board and
the kids weren't in rows. Having them sit in a circle was really very effective."
"It's hard to communicate when you're looking at the back of somebody's head. We sit in a
circle most days."
"That's good." He made a note, not on the observation form. "But getting back to what I said
before," he paused. "What I mean is, we do observations to observe the teacher. It's part of the
Negotiated Agreement."
"Yes, I know that."
"And it's not like you weren't doing anything, I don't mean that, but you were sort of out of
the way."
"I wasn't the most important part of the class?"
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"I didn't say that. But yes, it was like you weren't really in charge."
"Were there any discipline problems?"
"Well, I don't know everything you said to them, I don't speak German, but it didn't seem so."
"I had to speak to them once or twice."
"But everything was in German. You disciplined them in German?"
"I speak German."
"Yes, I know, but-"
"And for the most part, they do too. And when I can control the things they're, we're, talking
about, they're pretty much fluent."
"But that's it, the control." He seemed pleased to find a name for his concern. "I didn't see
any evidence of you being in control."
Evidence. What can I give him for evidence? I don't think I speak bureaucratese. "Well, part
of the control you didn't see was there, but in German."
"OK, granted."
"But the rest ofit," shit, I thought, there is no rest ofit, "Well a large part ofit is the residue"
good word, he'll like that, "of what we've done in the other years of the class."
"Like a foundation?"
"Exactly." Maybe I can speak his language. "And we just build upon it. I wouldn't have asked
them in other years to describe the art of Georg Grosz or anything like that, because they couldn't
have handled it, and they all didn't handle it this time." He made another note. Damn! "But by
and large the class knew what was going on."
The class knew what was going on? Come off it! No entire class ever gets the whole lesson.
Some of them do, some don't . He thinks that because it was quiet and because it was in German
that everyone understood everything! "The class" understood it! Which kid was that? And how
could I know what was going on in every mind anyway?
"So you're saying you were in control of the class?"
Trick question! The right answer is yes. But that's wrong. I didn't know what each kid was
going to say. I hadn't scripted it. I had assigned historical topics. Each kid had a different one. We
heard one and a half reports the day he was in. My job was to pull the historical strands together.
"Well, yes," I said, "in terms of classroom management, I was in control." Hedging, but using
the right language. I'm not going to mention content.
"In terms of discipline, I agree, but what about curricular content?" Jakubisin asked.
He is sharper than Stevens, I thought.
"Their German was quite good, actually," I said. The old fallback. The content is the
language. What is a language? The means to communicate thoughts. Which thoughts? That's the
wrong answer for me because what they want to say is the most important, but the right answer
for him, because the language is what I'm supposed to be teaching.
"Good!" he said. "I'll have to take your word for it. I don't speak German!" he laughed and
slapped my knee. "Good class, I really enjoyed it." He split the colored copies of the observation
form, collated them, and stapled them together. He handed me the white copy. "Read this and sign
at the bottom."
It was the standard form. Criteria were rated Needs Improvement, Satisfactory, and
Outstanding. I had mostly O's and a couple of S's. I looked at the one NI.
"Lesson Plans?" I said.
"Well, that's it," he said. "We can't tell from your lesson plans what you were doing."
"But I had lesson plans this time."
"Yes, that's good."
"But you didn't know what I was doing?" How could he? I am never positive what is going
to happen in class. Lesson plans are a guess, a hope, a wish, a cover-up, a lie, an exercise in
bureaucratese, bullshit, an extremely pale representation of what is going on in the classroom.
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He looked at the copy ofmy plans which he had in his notes. "It says here, 'history reports.'
That's all."
That's all they were. I could only guess how the plan was going to be accepted by the kids.
Would they put enough time into it? Would they get stage fright? What actually would the kids
do when the time came? Would they respond? Would they communicate? Would they care?
I'm supposed to write "The student will ..." and list verifiable verbs that an outsider could
observe. "The student will write two sentences," "The student will annotate vocabulary words."
Things like that.
But what had happened was, "The students communicated orally and cursively in the target
language." They had spoken German to each other and had understood it! There are eight million
verbs that could be written about every class every day. But the good classes boil down to "The
students will communicate in German."
But what did they communicate? Does he want to know that? How long would it take to list
all the things they communicated? And do it every day? For every class?
"You know, the Board of Education has made it clear, very clear, that they expect lesson plans
from every teacher."
"Do they really want the lesson plans themselves, or do they want planned lessons? Do they
want words on a paper or do they want the kids doing the things that are listed in the Course of
Study?"
He stopped smiling and looked at me. Then he looked down at the observation form in his
hand and back at me.
"Both," he said. "But let's not end this on a negative note. The class was really quite good."
He paused. "You know, my son will be up here next year, and he's planning on taking German."
Great, the principal's kid in my class. "Oh," I said, "That's nice. I didn't realize he was that
old."
"Yes, he is. But listen. Your class was so good, I could follow what you were saying. I
understood what was being said. Not all the words, but I could follow it, you know?"
What a compliment. He doesn't know any German, but can understand the German spoken
in my class. He's been to Germany once and can understand the kids I've taught. Is that a
compliment?
"So congratulations! Just sign the form there, and that's it!" I signed the form and handed
it to him. He gave me my copy.
"You must be a good teacher to make me understand a foreign language!" I shook his hand
and left. A great teacher, I thought, or a magician.
"Everything go all right?" Betty Temple whispered as I passed her desk. She pointed
conspiratorially to Jakubisin's office.
"Great," I said. "He wants me to adopt his eldest son." She smiled as if she understood. I
put my unwanted mail back into my box and left the office.
I passed through the cleared halls and entered the Lounge. "Jakubisin still loves me," I said.
"Gonna nominate me for Teacher of the Year, or Decade, or something."
"All S's again, huh?" McCauley asked.
"Up yours, Bob!" I said and sat down on the sofa.
So am I depressed with a good observation? He almost knew what was going on. Better than
Stevens would have. But if they were really speaking German, how could he understand it?
And his kid is going to take my class. What must he see in other classes? Maybe J akubisin's
depressed from what he sees all day.
"Bob, tell me some Gale Stevens stories."
"Your buddy Gale?"
"Yeah, the only person except for Mr. Loobner born without a spine."
"Whoa, big guy, settle down! Observation was that bad, huh?"
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"No, actually it went all right."
"Sure it did. That's why you come in here ready to pick on poor old Gale."
Jan Coulter, sweet Jan, put her hand on my forearm. "Are you OK?" she asked.
"Yeah, I'm fine, I'm just looking for some perspective. Jakubisin does a better observation
than Stevens used to, right?"
"Ray Charles could see more in a classroom than Stevens," Gene Phillips said.
The Lounge was quiet for three, maybe four seconds, then everybody laughed and started
talking at once.
"Gene, Gene, Gene!" Bob cried. "You make one comment a semester and it kills!"
"Can you tell he's taking the buyout?"
More laughter.
"Thirty-two years is enough," Gene said. "I'm out of here in June."
Gene Phillips was a quiet and precise man. Always did his homework, knew the facts. We'd
worked closely together on the master contract years ago. I'd miss him next year.
"And to answer your question," he said to me, "Yes, Mr. Jakubisin does do a better
observation than Mr. Stevens."
· "Harsh words, Gene," said McCauley.
Coming from Gene those were harsh words. He didn't say much, but when he did it was
considered and weighed. Not at all like Bob McCauley.
"I remember one time he called me into his office," Phillips continued slowly. "He had been
at a workshop the summer before, and did all his observations that year based on what he had
learned."
Stevens hadn't done my department that year, but I'd heard the stories. "Is this the stuff
about the map?"
"Yes. He had made a map ofmy classroom." Gene said and looked up. "Can you imagine
that? He drew the desks in, the rows, the table, the blackboard and handed it to me during my
conference."
"What was the map for?" Andy Eckert asked.
"This will be too complex for you, rookie," Bob answered.
Gene spoke the way he lectured in class. "He drew on the map, the paths I made that day
moving around the room. The map indicated how long I stayed in one part of the classroom, and
where I went when I moved."
"Wasn't there something about questioning?" I asked.
"Yes, there was. He made little question marks on each seat that asked a question, and little
dots when the kid in that seat answered a question. There was a legend at the side of the form to
explain all the notations. There were lines and symbols all over the sheet."
"What was it supposed to mean?" Eckert asked.
"Put a question mark in his box, Gene!"
"That was it, Andy. You could tell by looking at it, who responded, how often, and where in
the class they were."
"Didn't you know that anyway, Gene?" I asked. "You made up the seating chart. You knew
who the extroverts in the class were."
"That's right. And especially when an observer is in the room. You know how kids react.
Some talk all the time, some are afraid to say anything."
"They think they're being observed," Jan added.
"Yes, so what you get, at least in my experience, is your normal class, skewed toward their
personality types."
"The talkative kids talk more and the quiet ones talk less?" Andy asked.
"We have a winner!" Bob said.
"What were the lines for, Gene?" Jan asked.
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"Well, supposedly they indicate how much movement there is in the classroom, whether you
stand in one place the whole time, if you're at the overhead, your desk, wherever."
"What's that got to do with learning?" I asked. "So you get a traffic pattern. So what? It's
just another bullshit way to pick out something that is quantifiable, because they don't have any
idea at all what is going on in the classroom!"
"Latent hostility, sports fans!" Bob said.
"What about the content of the class?" I continued. "What does this map have to do with what
you said or what they learned?"
"It is a classroom management technique-" Gene began.
"That's it!" I said, too loudly. "Control, management, that whole bag of shit! Let the kids
interact." I tried to quiet down. "Quit trying to make us into managers! This isn't an assembly line!"
"Your observation must have gone real well!"
"It's OK," Jan said, patting my arm. "Maybe you need to come to grips with this. It's OK."
"Damn it!" I said, pushing her hand away. "It's not OK! They come into the classroom, they
have absolutely no idea what's going on, so they make up a whole new way to look at it, an abstract
way, and then grade us on how we measure up to their absurd standard! That's wrong!" I slumped
back onto the sofa.
"So what about the lines? I'm still confused."
. "Let me finish my story," Gene said. "When you got done with it, Andy, the movements of
the teacher were drawn onto the seating chart." He made eye contact with Andy and nodded.
''Where I walked traced a path between and around the desks. It can show whether I favor one side
of the class over the other, or if I only communicate with certain kids."
"How come you know so much about this?"
"I went to the same workshop the administrators did," Gene said. "And I was ready for them."
We all watched him as he continued.
"My classroom was set up in the normal five rows of six seats. Like fingers on a hand. I walked
between the fourth and fifth kids in the first two rows, then way back up front of the third row to
take a question at the board, then around the third row, and back through the last two rows , again
between the fourth and fifth kids." He looked up at us. Some ofus began to giggle. Andy had a pencil
and paper out.
"I went over this same path three or four times." He started packing up his lunch things.
"And there you have my opinion of Gale Stevens' classroom management technique." He stood up
to leave.
"Hey, wait you guys!" Andy exclaimed. "Look, look at the pattern this makes. Two short rows,
one long row, and two short rows. Like an extended middle finger!"
"Gene gave 'em the bird!"
"An official bird, in triplicate!"
Gene was embarrassed. But he smiled, waved, and left the Lounge. We applauded.
"What a man," I said. "He knows his stuff and takes a stand."
"And pretty soon he gets to leave," Bob said to me. "You'll never leave. You and I will be here
forever."
"Now I'm depressed."
"But look on the bright side," Jan said, "Stevens isn't here any more."
"Yeah, you're right. He's up at the Board Office where he can do some real damage."
"But at least he's not dealing with kids any more."
"That's just the thing," I said, "he never did deal with kids. Those weren't people on his maps,
they were destinations, marks, units."
The bell rang. Jan, Bob, Andy, and I got up. I guess maybe it is better now, I thought. At
least J akubisin knows that there are people in the room. And he wants his kid to be one of them.
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